Lesbian activism by O'Toole, Tina
The Ireland I live in now is so far removed from the Ireland of twenty years
ago it might be a different country. And the Ireland of my childhood
remembered from this perspective seems like another planet.
Mary Dorcey
Introduction
The emergence of the second wave of the women’s movement in Ireland tends to
be associated chiefly with campaigns concerning reproductive rights and equality
in employment. Against this backdrop, the ways in which the women’s movement
became a focus for the sexual liberation of women in Ireland from the 1970s
onwards has received little attention. For much of the twentieth century, Irish soci-
ety was dominated by repressive social and cultural attitudes to sexuality in gen-
eral. The women’s movement addressed this silence in a number of different ways
– in particular, consciousness-raising groups became a forum for Irish women to
express and discuss their sexuality in a more open fashion. Consciousness-raising
groups were some of the first “safe spaces” in which Irish lesbians and bisexual
women began to define and address their sexuality in a more open way for the first
time in 1970s Ireland.
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Lesbians have been part of numerous campaigns for political liberation in
Ireland, yet very little is known about the development of lesbian feminist activism
in Ireland, or the women who were involved in it. In general, there is a dearth of
research on lesbian political activism both in mainstream Irish history and in Irish
women’s history. This lack of scholarly work, combined with a paucity of relevant
sources/collections in Irish archives, adds to the general invisibility of lesbian lives
in contemporary Ireland. The emergence of lesbian feminism as an important
strand of the second-wave women’s movement in Ireland will be explored and
documented in this chapter.
Despite the fact that the Irish lesbian community is noted for its political
activism,1 academic, political and media analysis has focused more on gay men
than on lesbians. The public face of activism in the lesbian, gay and bisexual
(LGB)2 communities in Ireland in the late 1980s and early 1990s was mainly
focused on service provision around the HIV/AIDS crisis and on rights-based
activism (principally the campaign for the decriminalisation of male homosexu-
ality).3 Although many lesbians participated in this work, women did not have the
same kind of public or media profile as their gay male counterparts, and many
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made deliberate choices for one reason or another to work “behind the scenes.”
According to Hug: “Irish lesbians commanded less of our attention since no laws
and no papal pronouncements have attacked them” (1999: 238). However, this
chapter will demonstrate in some depth that the reasons for lesbian invisibility in
Irish society are more complex and are rooted in pervasive gendered societal atti-
tudes to Irish women and their sexuality, which have received limited attention in
Irish studies to date.
The difficulties for Irish lesbians in being publicly “out”, particularly in the early
days of lesbian feminist activism, are attested to by many of those involved. Joni
Crone describes the Irish lesbian community in the 1980s as  “an underground
minority, a subculture whose members have been unwilling or unable to court
publicity, because to do so may have invited violence, rape or even death” (Crone,
1995: 61). She goes on to discuss the difficulties of being identified as lesbian in
the late 1970s, when she was involved in organising the first lesbian conference in
Ireland:
It was only quite late in the proceedings that we realized that if we called the event a “lesbian
conference” most of the organizing collective (sic) would be unable to attend because “walking
through the door would be a public statement” … it was sobering to discover that most of the
lesbian women we knew were leading double lives. At home, at work, and even within the
Women’s Movement, they were open about their feminism, but they disguised their sexual iden-
tity. Our compromise solution was to call the weekend a “Women’s Conference on Lesbianism”.
This meant that women of every sexual persuasion were free to attend. (Hug, 1995: 64)
Albeit based on motives of self-protection, defining a space or event as a “women’s
space” opened it to the participation of all women, irrespective of their sexual ori-
entation. Describing the Toronto lesbian community in the 1970s, Becki Ross
points out that groups formed during this period were “officially open to all
women, and were not referred to as lesbian spaces; the word ‘lesbian’ did not
appear in their names”, even where the membership and direction of an organisa-
tion was based on lesbian energies (1995: 55). The Women’s Place, a resource cen-
tre on McCurtain Street in Cork,4 and the Galway Women’s Camp chose to define
their space in this way, rejecting the boundaries imposed on lesbians by hetero-
normative categories.
Although there has been a sea-change in Irish attitudes to the l gbt communi-
ties in the past 20 years, some of the old prejudices still pertain, particularly for
women. So for example, although current equality legislation guarantees protec-
tion against discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation,5 there have been
few cases taken so far involving lesbians. To make such a case involves taking a
public stand, and clearly few lesbians are ready to take this step. Yet collectively, for
the past 20 years or more, lesbians have been involved in a number of initiatives
aimed at improving local resources and services for the l gbt communities.
Groups such as Lesbians Organising Together (l ot ) in Dublin, Lesbians in Cork
(L.INC) and Lesbian Education and Awareness (l ea), a national group based in
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Dublin, have attracted government funding for projects designed to tackle the
invisibility of this community.6
In her study of lesbian community activism in Toronto, Ross describes a sce-
nario which may be familiar to lesbians in Ireland:
Among those of us privileged to be out and to have access to [community] resources, there is
little collective knowledge of how they came to exist, who was responsible for their genesis, and
how fragile they continue to be. When I came out, even the immediate lesbian past seemed
remote; I joined a collective state of unknowing that is both personally disabling and political-
ly dangerous. (Ross, 1995: 4)
An understanding of what it is to be lesbian or bisexual, how that changes over
time and place, and an awareness of the issues and struggles faced by lesbians and
bisexual women in different social contexts has been available to Irish women in a
variety of textual forms since the late 1960s. However, in terms of a specific histo-
ry of what it is to be lesbian and bisexual in Ireland, research and writing in this
field is only in its early stages.7
Lesbians and the Womens Movement
Despite their active involvement as participants in the early days of the Irish
women’s movement, lesbian issues were not on the core feminist agenda.
Solidarity between women was a feature of the early feminist years, and in order
to present a unified front to the dominant culture differences between women,
such as sexuality, were perceived as problematic elements with the power to dis-
tract from the main focus of the movement, or even to destroy it from within.
Feminists who became involved in the Irish Women’s Liberation Movement
(iwl m) tacitly agreed to leave their “difference(s)” at the door, or at least, not to
publicly own them. Mary Dorcey remembers: “I came back to Ireland. I went to
the Women’s Movement (then in its second year). I met wonderful women. I was
enchanted by the exhilaration, the self-confidence, energy, wit, anger, vision but,
to my surprise, no one declaring themselves lesbians or speaking about it” (1995:
35). The first group to specifically address lesbian and gay issues was set up in 1973
following an open meeting in Dublin here Dorcey describes seeing a poster adver-
tising the organisation:
The Sexual Liberation Movement Meets Tonight at Eight O’Clock”. Bewildering and ludicrous
as it seems from this vantage point, that night twenty-two years ago was the first time I think
the word “sexual” was written anywhere in public. The Women’s Movement had been in action
for one year, the Pill train had taken place, and I had seen some of the group on the Late Late
Show, but while they demanded the right to legal contraception, I don’t remember that anyone
talked about sex. (1995: 35)
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Following this meeting, lesbians involved in the women’s movement began to dis-
cuss their sexuality more openly. The newly formed Sexual Liberation Movement
(sl m) held a public meeting in 1973, the first of its kind in this country, addressed
by the psychiatrist and politician Noel Browne and Babs Todd, an English lesbian
activist, on the subject of gay rights.
Not having been named within the iwl m charter of “seven minimum
demands”, lesbian experience was finally referred to, albeit somewhat obliquely, in
the Irishwomen United (iwu) charter when sexuality was added to the demands,
with feminists calling for: “The right of all women to our own self-defined sexu-
ality.” iwu acted as an umbrella organisation for a range of different kinds of fem-
inist groups and issues, and there were many lesbian feminist activists involved in
it.
Lesbian Feminist Activism
In order to understand the formation of lesbian/bisexual communities in Ireland,
it is perhaps more useful to replace our perception of “the” lesbian feminist move-
ment with a more fluid concept of interacting groups and social scenes in differ-
ent geographical locations. This problematises efforts to either subsume lesbian
activism under the umbrella of “the gay movement”, or to depict lesbian activism
as a single social movement, with common goals and a shared vision. During the
1970s and 1980s, some lesbians and bisexual women chose to work with gay men
towards gay rights, some continued to work within mainstream feminist activist
groups, and others set up groups that were women-only or lesbian-only.
Of course, many lesbians and bisexual women moved in and out of these dif-
ferent groupings, or worked on a variety of campaigns under different umbrellas
at different periods. Irish lesbians were also involved in the anti-nuclear move-
ment and, at local level, in a variety of other activist initiatives. There seems to
have been little formal co-operation between iwu and those involved in the Irish
Gay Rights Movement (igr m) set up in 1974 – on the whole, lesbians tended to
work within the feminist rather than the gay-rights movement.
It is evident both from the documentary evidence of this period and from talk-
ing to a number of activists involved in different groupings at the time, that the
wider Irish women’s movement was not prepared to address the issues and expe-
riences of lesbian feminist activists in Ireland in the late 1970s/early 1980s, or at
least not to do so publicly. Although there was never the sense of bitter division
apparent within feminism internationally, particularly in the usa , the question of
lesbian feminism became one of the points of dissonance within the Irish women’s
movement.
One of the early contributing factors to the establishment of distinct lesbian
groups and communities was the growing disaffection among lesbians with the
wider feminist movement. This chapter therefore shows how the women’s move-
ment splintered on issues concerning sexuality. Irish lesbians who continued to
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work on political campaigns in tandem with their heterosexual sisters (and broth-
ers) frequently found a lack of support when it came to organising on issues
directly related to lesbian lives and experiences. The first Irish lesbian conference,
mentioned earlier, was held in Dublin in May 1978, and the flyer announcing the
conference touches on some of these issues.
Lesbianism has not been explored by public debate or within the women’s movement here.
Lesbians have been in the vanguard of the fight for radical change – the struggle for an
autonomous lifestyle for women will not be complete while lesbians are oppressed, therefore we
should not be disclaimed publicly or in the context of women’s liberation. We feel this confer-
ence will break down the barriers of silence and ignorance surrounding lesbian sexuality …. We
invite all women to participate in a sharing of lesbian experience and sensibilities, rather than
in defence of your own sexuality – whatever it is! (BL/F/AP/1116, Attic Press Archive)
The impact of this conference was palpable, as Crone notes: “The 1978 conference
was significant for the boost it gave to lesbian pride, and had a lasting effect on the
community. Lesbian feminists now recognized the contribution we had already
made to the Women’s Movement since 1970 (sic)” (Crone, 1995: 65). The first
Lesbian Line collective came together in September of the same year, and delegates
from the lesbian conference joined with a group working on family violence to
plan a campaign for a broad-based women’s centre (Crone, 1995: 65).
This growing confidence also had an impact on lesbian involvement in the
wider feminist movement, as lesbians began to realise that their issues and experi-
ences were being ignored or sidelined by the wider movement. Joni Sheerin (later
Joni Crone) put this forcefully in a review of a Kate Millet lecture in Dublin in
1980:
Why has it taken ten years before the word “lesbian” could be uttered at an Irish feminist meet-
ing? Why, even in the most radical group yet – Irishwomen United – was the existence of les-
bians ignored? … Veiled references and tokenism after years of activism is just not good enough.
For ten years we have struggled alongside our sisters for contraception, divorce, justice for
deserted and battered wives, equal pay, and every legal and social issue that has arisen. We’ve
given a large degree of energy and ideas, time and commitment. Most of the time these issues
have not been central to the lives of lesbians. (Elektra, November 1980/BL/F/AP/749, Attic Press
Archive)
There were positive responses from heterosexual feminists to this challenge,
which, as the writer comments, “indicates the degree of support and solidarity
which is present just below the surface but still not articulated”.
However, for some lesbians and bisexual women this was cold comfort, and
their response was to turn away from mainstream feminist organising and to work
on projects within their own communities, sometimes in collaboration with gay
men. Emphasis was placed on establishing social networks for lesbians around the
country. For example, an ad in the second issue of Wicca mooted the idea of hold-
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ing a women’s camp, and advertised for women to join the collective organising it.8
Similarly, near the back of Sapphire, Ireland’s first gay publication, which was pro-
duced by gay men in Cork, there is a notice which reads:
Since the formation of the Cork Branch of the igr m the gay women in this city have been con-
sidering setting up a social scene for themselves … The first women’s meeting will take place on
Monday 30 January ’78 at 8.00 pm and hopefully will continue on each subsequent Monday at
the same time. (Sapphire January 1978/Irish Queer Archive)
On the whole, Irish lesbians continued to coalesce with gay men’s groups through-
out the 1980s, despite privately acknowledging the difficulties of such co-operative
work. This tendency to maintain co-operation with other groups may have also
been as a result of a lack of resources and community space, which could be
accessed by them as part of wider “gay and lesbian” organisations. However, it is
possible to see a discernible lesbian presence growing in strength and visibility
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within the lesbian and gay, and feminist movements; lesbian feminists were
involved at grassroots level, forming groups, exploring ideas, finding and redeco-
rating premises, devising policies and organising events.
One of the largest displays of the growing public confidence of the Irish lesbian
and gay movements came in 1983 in response to the judgement in the killing of
Declan Flynn in Fairview Park. A gay man, Flynn had been chased and beaten to
death by a gang of youths in August 1982. At the trial, the judge endorsed the
homophobia of his attackers, by giving the gang suspended sentences, and com-
menting that:“this could never be regarded as murder”. Following their release, the
gang held a victory parade in Fairview Park, which was countered by a protest
march organised by the Dublin Lesbian and Gay Collectives. Lesbian and gay
marchers were supported by their parents and friends, a number of feminist
groups, as well as the trade union movement (Dublin Lesbian and Gay Men’s
Collectives, 1986: 195–197).
However, that same year the lesbian and gay movement divided as a direct result
of the anti-amendment campaign. Lesbians, and some gay men, joined the cam-
paign to call for a rejection of the 1983 Abortion amendment. However, this
resulted in a split in the movement when the National Gay Federation (ngf )
refused to formally affiliate with the Women’s Right to Choose Campaign, despite
the vote of its members in favour of affiliation. Crone describes the fallout from
this decision:
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A minority of influential and vocal gay men cited a subclause in the original document detail-
ing the aims and objectives of ngf which gave the steering committee a right to overturn deci-
sions of the members in exceptional circumstances, “in the best interests of the organisation”
(sic). This betrayal of lesbian and heterosexual women who had campaigned previously for gay
male law reform resulted in lesbians leaving the NGF. And it was the last time that many of us
chose to work in any official capacity in solidarity with gay men. (Crone, 1995: 68)
Not all lesbians and gay men chose to work separately following the anti-amend-
ment campaign. Some of those who left the ngf at this point belonged to the
Dublin Lesbian and Gay Collective (dl gc), which, like the Cork Gay Collective,
had a strong radical and socialist agenda, as well as taking an openly pro-choice
and anti-amendment stance.
Coming Out in Public
The beginning of the 1980s is the point where we begin to see the emergence of
specific lesbian communities in Ireland. The organizations and groups they start-
ed and belonged to were mainly urban-based during this period. Deirdre Walsh’s
account of this period gives a flavour of lesbian activism in Cork in the 1980s:
Discussion groups, action groups, sprung up all over around issues affecting women’s lives: con-
traception, abortion, divorce, sexual freedoms including lesbianism. It was the first time it felt
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safe for me to march under a Lesbian banner with other straight women’s groups in an
International Women’s Day march down Patrick Street in Cork … There was, for a time, an
incredible feeling of, dare I say it, “sisterhood”. It was the first time for me, and also for many
other women involved, of solidarity based on our gender, and it was as powerful as it was ide-
alistic. (Walsh, 2000; 6)
Walsh also describes the first lesbian political meeting in Cork, in November 1984,
which gave rise to both the Cork Lesbian Line and the Cork Women’s Fun
Weekend.
In Dublin, the hub of the lesbian social world was Saturday night in J.J.Smyth’s.
Venues such as J.J.’s were not only crucial in terms of providing a space for women
to meet and socialise, but also had a significance as a meeting point for “political”
lesbians. The confidence of the lesbian community in Ireland was also apparent in
the appearance of a home-grown lesbian culture in the 1980s: lesbians involved in
traditional music, the visual arts and literature began to appear on the scene, for
example, Mary Dorcey’s work began to appear in print. Bands such as “Brazen
Bitch” and “Standing Ovulation” and “Loose Women and the Clitorettes” (which
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had some lesbian members) began to play at lesbian and feminist events such as
the All Ireland Women’s Conferences. These were followed by later groups such as
“Zrazy” and “Bust”.
Despite these advances, mainstream Irish society was not quite ready for the
revolution. Dorcey’s public radical feminist statement made headline news:
I spoke at Women’s Week in University College Dublin on sexuality. I spoke as an open lesbian
describing heterosexuality as sado-masochism and declared: “if feminism is the theory, lesbian-
ism is the practice”. It was like a Roman arena. I was the Gladiator. I just about escaped with my
life … The Irish Times ran a front-page headline “Self-Confessed Lesbian Denounces
Heterosexuality”. (O’Carroll, 1995: 36)
Similarly, Joni Crone describes the reaction to her appearance on The Late Late
Show in 1980, the first Irish lesbian to be interviewed:
I did suffer personally but not professionally … I suffered rejection from my family, received
threats of violence and experienced ostracism. My parents had feared that their house would be
set on fire or that they would be shunned by the neighbours … The positive effects of this event,
an Irish woman coming out on national television, were as wide-ranging as that earlier confer-
ence. (Crone, 1995: 66)
Anne Maguire describes Crone’s television appearance as “an incredible act of
bravery” (Maguire, 1995: 200) and Emma Donoghue mentions the encourage-
ment it gave to other Irish lesbians to come out (Donoghue, 1995: 169).
There was a much more extreme reaction to a public discussion of lesbianism
in 1985, when two lesbian nuns from the usa appeared on the The Late Late Show.9
A storm of controversy erupted – Buswell’s Hotel refused to provide their accom-
modation, death-threats were phoned in to r t é, and a police escort had to be
arranged to and from the studio. All of these stories put into context the bravery
of locally based lesbian activists who were willing to “come out”. Joni Crone con-
cludes:
“Coming out” as an Irish lesbian involves undoing much of our conditioning. It means recog-
nizing the external and internal barriers which prevent us taking charge of our lives, and resolv-
ing to become autonomous human beings, independent persons with a right to life, a right to
love, a right to control our own bodies, a right to live free from harassment in our work and our
homes, a right to choose who we love, how we love, and if or when we want to become parents.
(1995: 61)
Lesbian Nation
For every lesbian in a position to come out in Ireland in the 1970s and 1980s, there
were many more staying in the closet, or emigrating. The 1995 gl en /Combat
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Poverty report on poverty in the Irish lesbian and gay community showed that
almost 60% of respondents had emigrated at some point in their lives, and that
sexual orientation was a key factor in their decision: “Because I could not survive
where I did not belong, I left” (Maguire, 1995: 210).
As a result of these migrations, there were cross-currents between Irish feminist
communities and those in other countries: “We kept in close touch with events in
the usa . We felt part of an international movement. Alix Dobkin sang what
became a theme song: “Every Woman Can be a Lesbian”, and we knew she was
right. All around us women were coming out and joining in” (Dorcey, 1995: 36)10.
Many lesbians who left became involved in a variety of political groups in London
and other cities abroad – and the exchanges between individuals there and their
friends “back home” gave much-needed support, literature and theoretical per-
spectives to those who stayed in Ireland. For example, an undated typescript of the
text of the New York Radicalesbian manifesto “The Woman-Identified Woman” is
part of the Attic Press Archive (BL/F/AP/1455/17). This text was widely repro-
duced in a variety of feminist publications throughout the usa , Canada and the
uk in 1972, which highlights the influence of lesbian theory and politics from the
usa on lesbian communities closer to home. The influence of feminist theory
originating in the usa on the local movement is apparent in the language and pol-
itics of early Irish lesbian activists – for example, when asked to define lesbian dif-
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ference, Dorcey replies: “the early 1970s phrase “women-identified-woman” prob-
ably expresses it” (1995: 33).
Other women lived abroad for several years, and then returned to Ireland,
where they became involved in feminist activism. Presenting a somewhat different
perspective on 1980s Ireland to the general feminist pessimism in that period,
these women talk positively about the rapid changes in Irish society. Those who
emigrated and later returned were in a position to compare the Ireland they had
left with the one they returned to. Nikki Keeling describes this development in the
1980s: “It was good to be a part of the lesbian presence and to be there when
women went away and for those that came back expecting Ireland to have noth-
ing for lesbians and bisexual women. I was proud of the scene and the progress
we’d made” (Keeling, 2001: 5).
One of the principal and longest-running groups started during this period in
Ireland was the national Lesbian Line telephone support network, which began in
the early 1980s. Women’s News in Belfast received a grant from Co-Operation
North in 1984 to facilitate cross-border initiatives, which facilitated an exchange
between the Lesbian Lines North and South. These links were built on in the
course of the 1980s, and a subsequent exchange in 1988 organised by Geraldine
McCarthy and Lorraine Stefani at the Cork and Belfast Lesbian Lines won a Co-
Operation North prize (Walsh, 1995:174). The success of this dia-
logue can still be seen today in the networking between lesbian
groups and individuals throughout the island. Helen
Slattery, an activist involved in the setting-up of the Cork
Lesbian Line, captures the excitement of this period:
There used to be great travelling done between cities at that time, for
Lesbian Line meetings as well as other events. International Women’s Day
meant a trip to Belfast to their strip-search protests … then it was Cork for the
Fun Weekend in May, and Galway for the Women’s Summer Camp. We made strong connec-
tions then because we were at the forefront of the lesbian movement, and the connections made
with many of those women then are as strong now as if they were only made yesterday. (Slattery,
2001: 5)
The Cork Women’s Fun Weekend became a focal point for many lesbians living
abroad to “come home” for the weekend. Commenting on the 1990 Women’s
Weekend, one woman described it as: “a stamp of encouragement for women all
over Ireland, and those who have emigrated abroad to keep in touch and establish
a network” (Gay Community News, July 1990). Despite the falling-away of many
of the more political activities in the intervening period, the Cork Women’s Fun
Weekend is still going strong – which is maybe an indication of the secondary sta-
tus of political discussion/activism in many l bt communities today, both in
Ireland and abroad.
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Identity Politics
A central part of the community-building projects of the early 1980s was the
investment in identity politics – the deployment of categories such as “women”
and “lesbians” during this period were a call to arms to those who self-identified
as feminist/lesbian. Phelan points out that such use of language by lesbian femi-
nists is conscious: “Arguments and definitions are proposed less with an eye to
eternal truth than with a view toward their concrete implications for community
membership and political strategy” (1989: 136). Texts such as “The Woman-
Identified Woman”, mentioned above, gave a theoretical perspective to this work,
suggesting that lesbians use the terms of their oppression to redefine the world,
rather than themselves. The process of “coming out”, self-identifying as lesbian
redefining the terms of engagement, were all ways in which lesbian feminists rev-
olutionised the known social world.
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Nonetheless, in their efforts to construct a new political and social movement,
lesbian feminists – just as their straight sisters before them – downplayed or
ignored the differences within their communities. Thus, exclusion and the silenc-
ing of “other” voices are not only charges that can be levelled at the heteronorma-
tive environment “outside” these communities as they were constructed in the
1970s and 1980s. Phelan points out: “Any sense of the plurality of lesbian lives was
lost in the construction of “the” lesbian – the unified epistemological and voli-
tional agent … The political lesson we may learn from this, then, is that the real
danger facing us is not one of doctrine, nor of behaviour, but more fundamental-
ly of the impulse to totalization” (1989: 138). Irish lesbian communities are only
now beginning to look at the kinds of ways they organised in the past, who was
included and who was excluded in various groups.11
Conclusion
We want a feminist revolution. This means we want to create a non-patriarchal, communal,
pan-sexual world. (By pan-sexual we mean a world where sexuality is a free expression of love
and is not restricted by gender or age. In this world terms like homosexual, heterosexual, bisex-
ual, male, and female would become irrelevant in all walks of life.) (The Other Woman, 1973)
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Internationally, the lesbian feminist project of the 1970s and 1980s sought to
explode the binaries of sex and gender, and to disrupt the workings of the het-
erosocial economy. Although the revolution as envisaged was never fully realised,
in terms of raising awareness of lesbian/bisexual experiences, the activism of this
period was crucial. This is particularly apparent if we compare it to the experience
of the generation just preceding lesbian feminist activism – older Irish lesbians
remind us of the high rates of depression and alcoholism among single women
whose sexual identities were impossible to reconcile with the heteronormative
environment they inhabited in the 1940s and 1950s. A marked difference between
contemporary l bt communities in Ireland and those in other Western countries
can be discerned in terms of the age profile of such groups – there is not a visible
presence of “out” lesbians/bisexuals over the age of sixty in this country, which is
telling.
The Irish lesbian community grew in terms of numbers and resources in the
1990s, and groups such as l ot , l ea and L.Inc have continued the community
building and service provision initiated by earlier groups beginning in the late
1970s. Key moments of Irish lesbian activism include the first legal case to openly
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award custody to a lesbian mother in May 1992; the 1992 award-winning lesbian
and gay float in the Cork St Patrick’s Day Parade, alongside the ongoing Irish
Lesbian and Gay Organisation (il go) campaign to march in the New York Parade;
the first annual Lesbian Lives conference organised by wer r c in 1993, now in its
tenth year; the high-profile visit in February 1993 to Áras an Uachtaráin to meet
President Mary Robinson; the 1999 l ea/now billboard campaign which was the
first such use of advertising space; and more recently, the 2003 visit of President
Mary McAleese to the L.Inc resource centre. The difference for the contemporary
generation of activists is the visibility of lesbian role models in the wider society,
the already-existing groups and services in the larger urban centres nationally, and
the consolidation of Irish lesbian culture in the intervening period. Those pioneers
who set up groups, resource centres, committees within other organisations and
ran workshops focusing on lesbian/bisexual issues, made space for several genera-
tions of women to accept their own sexual identities, whether lesbian, bisexual, or
heterosexual.
Irish lesbians have long been active in a variety of organisations and movements
to bring about social and cultural change. The long-established legacy and com-
munity development skills of the Irish lesbian movement are evident in the equal-
ity agenda and discourse of the Irish state today (such as in the objectives of the
recently established Equality Authority). While the ongoing development of l gbt
communities and cultures in a variety of locations is indicative of a thriving and
active community moving into the twenty-first century, remembering the past
and recovering the “hidden histories’/continuum of lesbian and bisexual activism
in Ireland will ensure that contemporary struggles can be read in the context of
the ground-breaking politics and activism of earlier periods.
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Notes
1 Ger Moane (1995) points out, for example, that Dublin and Cork Lesbian Line delegates have
been very active in the Council for the Status of Women. Council motions urging the government to
introduce anti-discrimination legislation were passed in 1987, 1988 and 1989, and the Council was
active in lobbying for the law reform passed in 1993 (O’Carroll and Collins, 1995: 92–3).
2 This commonly used acronym, referring to the lesbian, gay and bisexual communities, is
employed throughout this chapter. The addition of “T” refers to the inclusion of the transgender
community.
3 The following files in the Attic Press Archive relate to the issue of LGBT rights in Ireland. As
these sources were extremely scanty, and tended to relate almost wholly to the question of gay rights
and law reform, or to LGBT questions from the perspective of the right-wing group Family
Solidarity, we supplemented them by recourse to documents at the Irish Queer Archive, and discus-
sions and conversations with lesbian activists. Files BL/F/AP/1298–1301, Attic Press Archive, con-
tains material on gay rights in Ireland (1976–1990). File BL/F/AP/1300, Attic Press Archive, contains
material relating to lesbian and gay rights (c.1980) including: programme of women’s poetry organ-
ised by the Gay Sweatshop; a flyer for a lesbian custody conference held in Sheffield; articles
“Feminism and Lesbianism” and “The Rights of Lesbian Women and Gay Men’; and a publicity sheet
from David Norris relating the Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform. File BL/F/AP/1301, Attic
Press Archive, contains The Homosexual Challenge: Analysis and Response, by Family Solidarity,
Dublin (1990) 64pp.
4 This was established when Cork lesbian feminists left the women’s space in the Quay Co-Op,
which they had set up in co-operation with a variety of radical groups.
5 The Employment Equality Act 1998 and the Equal Status Act 2000 outlaw discrimination in
employment, vocational training, advertising, collective agreements, the provision of goods and
services and other opportunities to which the public have access, on nine distinct grounds: gender,
marital status, family status, age, disability, race, sexual orientation, religious belief and membership
of the Traveller Community.
6 l ot obtained a grant of £50,000 from the Department of Social Welfare in 1995, and the
l ea/now project was the first lesbian project in the eu funded under the New Opportunities for
Women (now) programme. l ea/now received £550,000 in two tranches of funding in 1995 and
1997. The L.Inc resource centre was the only l gbt group to receive a Millenium Award of £10,000,
and the only lesbian group funded under the Equality for Women measure of the Department of
Justice, Equality and Law Reform in 2001 (£121,000). This funding is indicative of institutional
recognition of lesbian community activism at state and eu level, and an awareness of the need to
build up community services for Irish lesbians.
7 The first designated Lesbian Studies course was run by the l ea/now project and included mod-
ules on Social/Policy Analysis, History, Literature, etc. Recovery work on lesbian social history is now
beginning to emerge from women’s studies centres around Ireland, ably supported by the annual
Lesbian Lives conference, and Lesbian and Queer Theory courses run by wer r c at ucd . Such work,
both practical and theoretical, provides support structures to the ongoing activism in lesbian and
bisexual communities in various parts of Ireland and internationally. This work is also indicative of
a transition from early lesbian feminist activism, which prioritised experience, to more recent efforts
to analyse and problematise received versions of lesbian experiences and identities. There are very
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few texts relating to Irish l gbt social history, with Out for Ourselves: The Lives of Irish Lesbians and
Gay Men (Dublin: Dublin Lesbian and Gay Men’s Collectives and Women’s Community Press, 1986)
and Íde O’Carroll and Eoin Collins” study Lesbian and Gay Visions of Ireland (London: Cassell, 1995)
being the only full-length studies in this area.
8 The Irish Women’s Camp, formerly the Galway Women’s Camp, continues to be held in July
each year.
9 The women, Rosemary Curb and Nancy Manahan, were on a book tour to promote their pub-
lication Breaking Silence: Lesbian Nuns on Convent Sexuality. London: Columbus, 1985.
10 Dobkin was a US-based folksinger whose album, Lavender Jane Loves Women was released in
1973.
11 Recent initiatives such as the wer r c Anti-Racism workshops for the l bt  communities, and the
investment of L.Inc, the Cork l bt group and resource centre, in transgender issues, are some exam-
ples of this.
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